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Abstract
By creating opportunities for microentrepreneurship, street papers have been tackling
homelessness and poverty in U.S. cities since the late 1980s. Homeless or low-income vendors
purchase these social justice-oriented publications for a fraction of the cover price, and then
resell them on street corners for profit. By 2015 the self-help model had spread to 35 U.S. cities,
according to the International Network of Street Papers. These cities range significantly in
characteristics such as population size, climate, geographic location and political atmosphere.
Drawing on interviews with more than 20 editors, staff and vendors at North American
street papers, I have identified five factors that tend to contribute to a paper’s success in any
given city. These factors address both qualities of the host city, such as significant pedestrian
traffic, and qualities of the paper itself, such as the support of a pre-existing nonprofit
organization. I next considered these factors in the context of one case study: Groundcover News
in Ann Arbor, Michigan. This case study in turn provided insight into the final aspect of the
capstone: determining whether Syracuse, New York, could support a successful street paper.
Based on analysis of census data, interviews with representatives from Syracuse-based social
service organizations and the application of previously gathered information, I concluded that a
street paper in Syracuse would face no insurmountable obstacles.
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Executive Summary

Since the late 1980s, street papers have been gaining traction in U.S. cities as a self-help
model to address homelessness and poverty. These newspapers and magazines enable homeless
or low-income vendors to act as microentrepreneurs, purchasing publications for a fraction of
their cover price and reselling them on street corners to generate a profit. Because most vendors
do not rely on paper sales as their sole form of income, these profits often supplement fixed
incomes such as Social Security or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) with amounts that vary
greatly depending on how often and how efficiently a vendor works. In Ann Arbor, Michigan,
for example, two consistent Groundcover News vendors report making between $260 and $900
in one month. Through content highlighting issues related to poverty and social justice, U.S.
street papers fulfill a secondary function of bringing attention to voices and issues that rarely
receive comprehensive coverage in mainstream media. As of 2015, the International Network of
Street Papers counted among its members 114 street papers in the world and 35 street papers in
cities throughout the U.S.
By identifying five factors that contribute to street papers’ success in the U.S. and by
analyzing these in the context of Syracuse, New York, this capstone provides the groundwork for
a startup street paper in New York’s fifth largest city. Although no person or organization has
ever attempted to launch a street paper in Syracuse, research suggests that the city presents no
insurmountable obstacles to this end. This capstone particularly elaborates on the factors that
suggest Syracuse would not be an ideal host city: primarily a relative lack of pedestrian traffic
and an existing antagonistic attitude toward panhandling. Any startup street paper in the city
should take these into consideration before launching. By also addressing the experiences of the
poor and homeless in Syracuse, where 28.2 percent of families were living below the poverty
iv

line between 2009 and 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey”), this
capstone additionally suggests that Syracuse hosts a low-income community that a street paper
could effectively serve.
These conclusions and recommendations stem from more than 20 interviews with street
papers organizers and vendors across North America; observations and conversations during a
two-day visit to Ann Arbor’s Groundcover News; analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau
and the Housing and Homeless Coalition of Syracuse and Onondaga County (HHC); and
interviews with several representatives of social service organizations in Syracuse. The
information is then structured in three parts: first, an explanation of the five factors that experts
repeatedly attribute to successful street papers; second, a Groundcover News case study that
demonstrates how these factors interact; and third, an analysis of these factors in the context of
Syracuse.
Because street papers exist and thrive in U.S. cities that vary greatly in terms of size,
climate, region and other factors, the five factors of success identified in this capstone are
relatively broad. They address both aspects of the street paper itself and of its host city,
suggesting that both are important considerations when launching a street paper. The five factors
are:

1. The Support of a Sponsoring Nonprofit Organization: A startup street paper
should establish itself under the umbrella of an existing social service
organization.

2. A Positive Connection to the Host Community: Maintaining a good reputation
with city officials and residents is critical for daily operations and fundraising.
v

3. A Host City with Areas High in Pedestrian Traffic: Vendors need a sufficient
customer base.

4. An Enforced Code of Conduct for Vendors: Enforcing basic policies ensures
that a street paper can maintain its positive reputation.

5. A High Quality Journalistic Publication: Quality content distinguishes vendors
from panhandlers and creates an independently desirable product.

While the diversity of existing street papers proves that not all street papers operate in the same
way, editors and organizers repeatedly identified these points as influential in an organization’s
success.
A two-day visit to Ann Arbor, which provided content for a Groundcover News case
study, demonstrated these factors in action. Groundcover was thriving with a monthly circulation
of nearly 10,000 papers when I visited in May 2014. Its success as well as its host city’s
similarity to Syracuse made it an ideal choice for a case study. Ann Arbor’s population of
117,000 people compares to Syracuse’s population of 144,000, for example, and the University
of Michigan’s relationship to Ann Arbor is similar to that of Syracuse University and Syracuse
(U.S. Census Bureau, “Ann Arbor”; “Syracuse”). This visit additionally enabled in-depth
interviews with vendors, who explained a variety of motivations for selling Groundcover.
These insights from Ann Arbor, as well as information about street papers gleaned from
previous interviews, proved critical in analyzing conditions in Syracuse in respect to a potential
street paper. While in some ways Syracuse is particularly well suited for a street paper — the
Revised General Ordinances of the City of Syracuse would permit a vendor to sell papers
without paying for a peddling license, for example, and the city hosts a strong network of
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existing social service organizations that could support a startup street paper — interviews and
data analysis reveal two major obstacles. Namely, a street paper would have to overcome an
existing negative perception of panhandling and a relative lack of pedestrian traffic. To address
these points, I suggest a street paper limit its number of vendors to 10 at most and consciously
differentiate itself from panhandling. The latter could be done through a public awareness
campaign and through fostering relationships with city and business officials.
In this way, this capstone draws on an analysis of street papers in general to identify and
address the key points that organizers of a startup paper in Syracuse should consider before
launching. If these are kept in mind throughout the planning period for such a paper, then it is
reasonable to think that a street paper could thrive in Central New York.
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Chapter 1
Characteristics of Successful Street Papers

On a single night in January 2013, more than 600,000 homeless people were
living in the U.S. Nearly 400,000 of them slept in emergency shelters or transitional housing.
More than 200,000 spent their night with no roof overhead (Henry 1). This same year, 14.5
percent of Americans — that’s approximately 45 million people — were living below the
poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, “Poverty”).
Since the country’s early days, countless social service organizations across the country
have attempted to address the immediate needs and long-term interests of the poor and homeless.
Since the late 1980s, a particularly intriguing model has joined the ranks of soup kitchens and
job training programs in pursuing this end: street papers. By hiring low-income vendors who
profit from selling a paper that in turn educates its readers on poverty and related issues, these
newspapers and magazines offer a self-help model. Since the first modern street papers were
established in San Francisco and New York in 1989, the street model has spread to a current 35
papers in the U.S., as counted through membership in the International Network of Street
Newspapers (“Our members”).
Syracuse, New York, is not among them. After hearing about the street paper model from
a friend in 2011 and later contributing articles to my hometown’s Cleveland Street Chronicle
beginning in 2013, the absence of such a paper in Central New York repeatedly brought me back
to one question: Why not? Simply, no one has ever tried. Could Syracuse support a successful
street newspaper? This is the question I’ve chosen to address through my honors capstone.
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Through conversations with editors and organizers at street papers throughout the U.S.
and Canada, I have identified the characteristics of a host city and of a street paper organization
that tend to contribute to success. I applied them in the context of one case study, Groundcover
News in Ann Arbor, Michigan, which demonstrated how the street paper model functions.
Finally, I applied these findings to Syracuse to determine whether the city has the right
characteristics to support a street paper. While several factors such as size and its existing
attitude toward panhandling suggest Syracuse might not be an ideal host city for a street paper,
no obstacle seems insurmountable.

The Street Paper Model
While individual street newspapers vary significantly, including a notable ideological
divide between North American and European publications, the International Network of Street
Newspapers (INSP) offers a general definition:
Street papers are independent newspapers and magazines that operate on a social
enterprise and self-help model to provide an innovative solution to urban homelessness
and unemployment (“About”).
Through street papers, homeless or low-income vendors become microentrepreneurs, purchasing
newspapers or magazines for a fraction of the publication’s cover price — in some cases even
obtaining them for free — and pocketing the profit after selling the papers on the street. While
the idea behind street papers is for vendors to use this money to support themselves,
representatives from North American street newspapers recognize that vendors use their paperproduced income for a variety of purposes. While some fulltime vendors follow the loosely
intended model by earmarking their profit for low-income housing, others supplement an
existing income such as Social Security or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Further, street
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papers generally do not require proof that a vendor is homeless or financially struggling. Jamie
Rye, former editor-in-chief of Toledo Streets in Toledo, Ohio, echoed the view of several
involved in the street paper movement by noting that there is no way — and no real incentive —
to regulate how the largely transient vendor population uses its income. He explained that a street
paper serves its intended purpose simply by enabling vendors to become microentrepreneurs;
their freedom to manage personal finances as they see fit is part of the deal. “We’re giving them
the opportunity to close the gap of employment,” Rye said. “But it’s really up to them.”
The amount that a vendor can make through street paper sales varies widely depending
on how often and how effectively the vendor works. A Street Sense vendor in Washington, D.C.,
said the approximately $65 that she made in the hour or so that she sold papers before going to
another job was fairly standard for her (Williams, Sasha). Street Sense has profit margin of
$1.50, with vendors purchasing papers for $.50 and reselling them for a suggested $2 donation.
Rye put the average profit for a committed Toledo Streets vendor at approximately $35 an hour,
based on a $.75 profit margin for each paper sold to the public at $1. And a Groundcover News
vendor in Ann Arbor puts $600 in her pocket monthly when she sells all 800 papers that she
regularly buys; her profit margin is $.75 for each $1 paper (Donham). Estimates of profits are
generally loose, reflecting that the vendors set their own schedules and that some customers
donate more than the paper’s cover price. Further, vendors who buy more papers than they can
sell in a given sales period may see their total profits decrease at the end of that period.
A complementary aim of street papers is advocacy for issues related to poverty and
homelessness. This role is particularly characteristic of the North American street paper
movement, and is generally achieved through editorial content. While it is again important to
note that each individual street paper in North America is distinct, North American publications
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in general tend to focus their content around progressive issues related to poverty or social
justice. North American street paper staffs tend to pride themselves on publishing stories and
angles that do not attract coverage in mainstream media. Andy Freeze, who served as executive
director of the now dissolved North American Street Newspaper Association (NASNA) between
2009 and 2010, identified two paths that street papers tend to follow toward this end. They can
be traditionally journalistic, featuring newsworthy content produced by volunteer journalists or
members of the editorial staff, or street papers can literally give voice to the poor and homeless
population by filling pages with columns, poems, artwork and other pieces produced by the
vendors themselves. Based on his experience with NASNA and previous involvement with the
Greater Cincinnati Coalition for the Homeless’ Streetvibes, Freeze said he thought journalistic
publications draw readers’ attention more effectively long term. It is important to note, however,
that both formats, as well as hybrid-style papers that incorporate aspects of both, are active and
successful in North America.
Because they represent poor and homeless communities in a way that differs from the
way these communities are covered in mainstream media, street papers aim to positively shape
the greater dialogue around homelessness and poverty. Barbara Schneider, who has researched
media representations of homelessness as a faculty member at Canada’s University of Calgary,
writes in a 2011 article that mainstream news outlets tend to relegate the homeless to narrow
roles. By including homeless individuals in articles through personal, experiential and often
emotional content — and rarely, if ever, as “expert” sources on homelessness or related topics —
Schneider argues that mainstream newspapers cast the homeless as a distinct group whose living
situations result from individual and therefore preventable circumstances (75-80). In this way,
she writes, mainstream coverage of the homeless contributes to their continued marginalization.
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Street newspapers, in contrast, challenge this type of mainstream coverage by publishing content
that directly channels homeless voices or covers related issues more comprehensively. “We try to
really make sure that the script is flipped so that people who have experienced homelessness
themselves have a clear and an uncensored voice,” said Jennifer Friedenbach, executive director
of San Francisco’s Coalition on Homelessness, which produces Street Sheet. Of Street Sheet’s
aim to change a negative perception around homelessness through such content, she added:
“There’s a lot of demonization, a lot of hatred and a lot of violence as a result of that hatred …
It’s harder to fight for solutions if you’re fighting for solutions for a hated and demonized
population.”
While this capstone will primarily focus on North American street newspapers, it is
relevant to recognize that street newspapers exist around the world. In 2015, INSP identified 114
street newspapers in 35 countries on six continents. An estimated 14,000 homeless or poor
vendors across the world sell these to an estimated six million global readers (“About”). These
international papers are connected through INSP, as well as through access to translated editorial
content through the INSP News Service, which operates as a wire service similar to the
Associated Press. Although all street papers aim to generate an income for vendors, North
American and European papers traditionally take different approaches beyond this. Sean
Condon, executive director of Megaphone in Vancouver, Canada, and former vice president and
co-chair of NASNA, explained the difference this way: While North American publications
traditionally emphasize the editorial responsibility of giving voice to the homeless population,
European papers tend to produce high quality, easily marketable publications that differ little
from the mainstream magazines. The latter is done with the belief that such publications more
effectively generate an income for vendors. However, Condon said, the North American-
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European divide is changing, with North American papers increasingly recognizing the European
value of producing a high quality publication. “I think we’re seeing a bit of a change in North
America,” he said, adding that for Megaphone, in particular, the intention is to incorporate a
higher production quality without shifting away from social justice coverage. “We are trying to
get a hybrid of the two,” he said.

The History of Street Papers
While the current street paper movement has roots in the 1980s, street papers in general
date to the nineteenth century. Norma Fay Green, a journalism professor at Columbia College
Chicago, identifies the Salvation Army’s War Cry as the first street newspaper to establish itself
in North America in the late 1800s. A religiously sponsored publication, War Cry explained to
its readers how best to help the needy and was peddled by Salvationists on street corners and in
saloons. Subsequent papers followed in the religiously based model, including the Hobo News,
which originated in 1915 with the Social Gospel Movement. The Hobo News notably established
the role of the paper in financially bettering the vendor, which is reflected in the mission
statements of current street newspapers. According to Green, a 1916 issue of Hobo News read:
The public will more generously respond to our invitation for help when you offer them
something of real merit like the ‘News,’ than for a straight handout. For this very
purpose the News was ushered into the journalistic field. It offers you all the profits if
you are willing to prove your willingness to help yourself by offering it for sale.
While religiously based publications dominated the early street newspaper movement, Green
writes, no real record of papers between the 1940s and 1960s has been found. It was not until the
1980s that the modern, secular street newspaper movement emerged. As the economy boomed
and economic gaps widened, Green writes, poverty and homelessness became increasingly
visible. Street publications offered a platform to inspire consciousness of these issues.
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The first secular street newspapers in the U.S. are commonly cited as New York City’s
Street News and San Francisco’s Street Sheet. Friedenbach, of the Street Sheet, said the two
developed independently and more or less simultaneously in 1989. Street Sheet, she said,
developed “organically” after San Francisco’s Coalition on Homelessness published a surplus of
newsletters for a Phil Collins benefit concert. Several men within the coalition later took these
extra newsletters and sold them on street corners, paving the way for the modern Street Sheet.
While Friedenbach, who did not work for the coalition when Street Sheet was founded, said she
thought San Francisco organizers knew a similar paper was developing in New York City around
the same time, there was essentially no communication between the two. She credited Street
Sheet and Street News — the latter perhaps to an even greater extent given its greater visibility in
a larger city — as the inspiration for the street papers that cropped up in other North American
cities throughout the 1990s.
Communication among street newspapers and support for startup papers became more
formalized in 1996, when NASNA was founded as an organizational and communication hub for
North American street newspapers. Hosting several member conferences in its early years and
coordinating monthly conference phone calls among members, NASNA served as a central
resource, drawing on the experiences of its approximately 30 members for idea-trading among
existing papers and for support for startup papers (French Lemley). In this way, NASNA was
especially valuable for contributing to “collective knowledge,” explained Tasha French Lemley,
executive director of Nashville’s Contributor and former co-chair of NASNA.
NASNA continued to connect street papers through the 1990s and 2000s, and the
organization saw a particular increase in circulation around 2009 and 2010. Condon, who
became involved in NASNA around this time, said he saw the model take off in these years
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through startup street papers in U.S. cities such as Philadelphia; Toledo, Ohio; and Ann Arbor,
Michigan. These years also saw the beginning of street paper growth in southern U.S. states, he
added. Today, this is evidenced through papers in Memphis, Tennessee; Dallas, Texas; and
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, among others (“Our Members”). Condon and several representatives
from North American street papers particularly cited Nashville’s Contributor as a standout
example of relatively recent growth in the South. The Contributor, established in 2007, was
supporting the largest per capita circulation in the world by 2012 (Wills, Mar. 24).
For French Lemley, who serves as a contact for those interested in starting street papers
through Nashville’s Contributor, the relatively recent interest in part reflects a rising interest in
social enterprise models. The London-based organization ClearySo, which works with social
enterprises globally, describes this model as “a business that has both social and commercial
goals,” naming a coffee shop that employs adults with disabilities as another example (“What is
a social enterprise?”). Condon additionally attributed the 2009-2010 uptick to improved quality
among street papers in general and the economic recession that began in 2007. The latter, he
said, did more than simply widen the pool of potential vendors; it in some ways created a more
stable vendor base by pushing the unemployed toward street papers in addition to the homeless
and transient.
In December 2012, in a move not reflective of the state of individual street papers in
North America, the NASNA board voted to dissolve the organization. In an email sent to
members and posted on its website, board members explained that maintaining a legal status as a
business entity had become expensive, cumbersome and at odds with the underlying function of
the organization. Board members wrote:
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The NASNA board moved to formally acknowledge that the association is best structured
as a volunteer endeavor rather than a formal business entity. The association’s history
shows this decision to be an accurate representation of how NASNA has actually
functioned for the majority of its existence (The NASNA Board).
Freeze had been NASNA’s first and only full-time staff member between 2009 and 2010, with a
position that was made possible through an Ethics and Excellence in Journalism Foundation
grant. When this grant was not renewed, NASNA returned to a fully volunteer staff composed of
representatives from various North American papers (Freeze). Board members said in their email
that such an arrangement could and would largely continue without the name and structure of
NASNA as a formal business entity, making the cost of maintaining the organization’s legal
status unnecessary.
While the long-term effects of the dissolution remain to be seen, developments in the
year following NASNA’s dissolution suggest that INSP will effectively step into its
communication-facilitating role. Condon noted that the Internet — largely developed after both
organizations formed independently in the 1990s — effectively bridges geographic gaps among
street papers, making the regional boundaries that had defined NASNA somewhat irrelevant.
Demonstrating this, he said street papers around the world have shared ideas and support through
a closed INSP Facebook page since at least 2014. In addition, INSP seems to be recognizing its
increased prominence in North America through its decision to hold its 2015 conference in
Seattle, Washington. The June conference will be the first INSP conference ever held in the U.S.,
and the first street paper conference in the country at all since NASNA’s final conference in
2011 (Condon, 2015). In this sense, the dissolution of NASNA in some ways has widened the
street paper network as INSP steps into the organizational role that NASNA once held
regionally.
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Factors of Success
INSP identifies 39 North American publications, with 35 located in the U.S. and four
located in Canada. Host cities for these papers vary significantly in terms of size and geographic
location, although the papers still tend to have greater representation in northern U.S. states
despite recent growth in the South (“Our members”). While the parameters of success are
variable, representatives of several North American street newspapers repeatedly identified five
factors that tend to contribute to a successful street paper. These are:

1. The Support of a Sponsoring Nonprofit Organization
2. A Positive Connection to the Host Community

3. A Host City with Areas High in Pedestrian Traffic
4. An Enforced Code of Conduct for Vendors
5. A High Quality Journalistic Publication
Support of a Sponsoring Nonprofit Organization
A sponsoring organization, or a related organization under whose tax-exempt nonprofit
status a street paper can operate, was identified by several representatives from North American
street papers as particularly important for startup papers. “It’s very cumbersome to set up your
own nonprofit organization,” pointed out Michael Stoops, who helped form NASNA in 1996 and
is currently director of community organizing at the National Coalition for the Homeless. This
leads many street papers to initially operate under the 501(c)(3) status of existing groups, such as
homeless coalitions or homeless shelters. In addition to legal nonprofit status, these umbrella
organizations can additionally provide resources or office space. But eventually, Stoops said,
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most street newspapers become independent in order to have more control of organizational and
editorial decisions. During his time as NASNA’s executive director, Freeze said he worked both
with people interested in starting independent papers and with people interested in incorporating
papers under existing organizations. While he saw both established successfully, he said
umbrella organizations ultimately saved startup street papers time and effort when marketing
new publications because the umbrella organization offered existing name recognition and
clientele. He added that in his experience, papers that align themselves with existing
organizations tend to produce more vendor-created content and less traditionally journalistic
content.
Tim Harris followed the model of connecting with an existing organization when he
founded Seattle’s Real Change in 1994 under the umbrella of a separate human services
organization. The paper became its own independent nonprofit three years later in 1997. Harris
said this model worked well for Real Change, because it enabled organizers to initially focus on
their publication rather than more bureaucratic aspects such as forming a board and maintaining
a legal status with the International Revenue Service (IRS). Real Change was the first street
paper to begin publishing weekly in 2005, and by spring 2015 boasted a circulation of 11,000 to
12,000 papers per week (Harris).
Although it’s possible to start a newspaper without an umbrella organization — Nashville’s
Contributor stands out as a particularly successful example of this — it’s advisable to begin
under an existing organization and later move toward independence.
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A Positive Connection to the Host Community
Community support, referring specifically to a paper’s relationship to its host city’s
residents and city officials, also repeatedly came up as key to success. Jamie Rye, of Toledo
Streets, partially attributed Toledo Streets’ “explosive” growth between spring 2013 and fall
2013 to strong support within the local community. The paper maintains good relationships with
Toledo’s homeless shelters — Toledo Streets operated under the umbrella of homeless advocacy
organization 1Matters until December 2014 — and its positive perception in the community is
demonstrated by a letter of support from Toledo Mayor Michael Collins (Rye). By October 2013,
Rye said, the paper had generated approximately $58,000 for its approximately 30 active vendors
within a seven-month period.
But this relationship between city and paper can be a challenge, said Brian Davis,
executive director of the Northeast Ohio Coalition for the Homeless, which produces the
Cleveland Street Chronicle. He said that in a city such as Cleveland, where panhandling is a
recognized problem, a startup paper has to work to differentiate itself and make clear to potential
buyers that the street paper is not a scam or charity donation. “It can take a long time to establish
that relationship,” Davis said. Cleveland’s paper started in 1993 under a different name. The
general lack of community support over the years has persisted, and the paper currently contracts
only 15 to 20 vendors who make $.90 for each paper they sell (Davis).
Similarly, French Lemley used her experience at Nashville’s Contributor to emphasize that a
lack of community support tends to hinder a paper. She said that like Cleveland’s paper, which
once participated in a Supreme Court lawsuit involving peddling licenses (Davis), Contributor
vendors have faced legal citations for selling on sidewalks. Even though the First Amendment
generally protects street papers, local governments retain the power to restrict how papers can be
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sold to some extent. This makes a positive relationship with a host community critical to ensure
physical access to a city. “Community support is what makes newspapers sink or swim,” French
Lemley said.

A corollary quality to community support is the idea that street papers should reflect their
unique host communities. Condon, of Vancouver’s Megaphone, described this quality as the
reflection of a city’s “vibe” in a paper’s content. Likewise, Stoops, who served on NASNA’s
board for approximately 10 years between 1996 and 2007, cited the example of Washington,
D.C.’s first street paper. StreetWise D.C. was founded in 1998 when organizers from Chicago
expanded their model to Washington D.C., but Stoops said the paper closed its doors in less than
eight months. “The reason that it went under, even though we had $70,000,” he said, “was that
StreetWise D.C. did not turn their paper into a local paper.” The Chicago management struggled
when they tried to replicate StreetWise Chicago’s model in Washington, D.C., he explained,
attributing this to the StreetWise management’s negative stereotypes about Washington D.C.’s
homeless population and general failure to connect with the local community.
In 2003, a new paper, Street Sense, developed in Washington, D.C., under the leadership and
organization of two local residents, Ted Henson and Laura Thompson Osuri. As a more localized
paper, Stoops said, Street Sense had essentially no trouble recruiting and retaining vendors. By
summer 2014, Street Sense was supporting a biweekly circulation of 16,000 papers and
contracting approximately 100 active vendors (Otto).

A final aspect of a paper’s connection to its community is the importance of strong
connections between vendors and readers. “We figured out a long time ago that the heart and
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soul of the street paper is the relationships between vendors and readers, and that you need to
build the whole project around that,” Harris said, attributing this connection to the success Real
Change has enjoyed in Seattle. On a practical level, these connections are the basis of the
grassroots fundraising that Harris said street papers are uniquely positioned to leverage. Real
Change, he said by way of example, has a $1.1 million organizational budget that is primarily
aggregated from grassroots fundraising and individual donations. About 1,600 people donated to
Real Change as an organization in 2013, with a median donation of $100. This complements the
only 10 percent of the budget that comes from foundations and 35 percent that comes from the
sale of papers to the independently contracted vendors (Harris). The budget for Washington,
D.C.’s Street Sense, too, largely relies on individual donations, explained Rachael Buck, Street
Sense’s coordinator of new initiatives and volunteers. There, the $.50 that vendors pay for each
paper covers only printing costs, she said, leaving all organizational overhead costs and salaries
for six paid employees dependent on grants and donations. Because donations are influenced by
positive experiences with vendors, Harris emphasized, the relationship between vendors and
buyers is crucial.
These cross-class relationships between vendors and readers additionally help street papers’
greater mission of advocacy, several North American street paper representatives added. “A
large part of what we do is create opportunities for social contact,” said Skip Anderson, editor at
Nashville’s Contributor, crediting street papers with facilitating conversations between people of
different socioeconomic classes. Jerry Skoch, who said he had been buying street papers in
Cleveland for 10 years, explained his motivation for purchasing: “I really don't care what’s in the
paper as much as I do about having a conversation with the vendor,” he said. “That’s what’s
really important to me.” In his time as executive director of Cleveland’s West Side Catholic
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Center, Skoch said he often heard the poor and homeless complain that they felt invisible. A
street paper, Skoch reasoned, opens a small window of opportunity. His motivation for
purchasing street papers is reflected in broader data collected in a Megaphone reader survey.
This showed that readers’ top reason for purchasing street papers is to support the vendor,
Condon said. “That will always be the number one reason, no matter what the content is,” he
said. In this way, personal connections between vendors and buyers benefit street papers on both
a financial level and more general advocacy level.

A street paper’s relationship with its host cities is multifaceted and critically important. A
positive relationship should be established for three primary reasons: to avoid vendor limitations
in terms of access to city streets; to develop a print product that appeals to the unique
community; and to establish personal connections between vendors and buyers. Failure to
establish a positive relationship with a city in any of these three aspects could ultimately shutter a
street paper, while a positive relationship could lead to long-term success.

A Host City with Areas High in Pedestrian Traffic
Urban areas that are high in foot traffic are also commonly cited as an important factor to a
paper’s sustainability. While French Lemley of Nashville’s Contributor said that a city’s size has
relatively little effect on a paper’s success — and Condon, of Vancouver’s Megaphone, said a
smaller city could even be advantageous for offering greater visibility and less organizational
demand — several street paper representatives noted that an ideal host city should have a welltraveled urban area where vendors can sell the paper. In Washington, D.C., for example, the
metro system creates natural hubs of pedestrian traffic around metro stops, where vendors often
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sell Street Sense. The pedestrian-friendly Ann Arbor, Michigan, offers an easily accessible
downtown district even without public transportation hubs. “It definitely depends on your
pedestrian traffic,” said Davis, of the Cleveland Street Chronicle. He added that Cleveland
vendors tend to have the most successful sales at pedestrian hotspots such as the city’s West Side
Market or the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame.
Freeze, of the National Coalition for the Homeless, said the lack of pedestrian traffic tends to
make residential and suburban neighborhoods poor host cities. In some cases, however, street
papers that started in urban hubs have expanded into suburban areas as their circulation has
grown. Examples include Nashville’s Contributor, established in 2007, and Ann Arbor’s
Groundcover News, established in 2010. Anderson, of the Contributor, said the expansion is
somewhat slow so far for the Contributor; local government regulations in suburbs around
Nashville tend to hinder vendors outside the city, for example, and residents are less receptive
than they are in cities. In Ann Arbor, however, former Groundcover operations manager Greg
Hoffman said that suburbs are actually becoming attractive to vendors because some suburbs
lack regulations against selling to people in cars.
In this sense, a street paper likely has its best chance at success by starting in an urban
area with hubs of pedestrian traffic. Other factors, such as size, geographic location or climate,
should be considered with less weight. Offering one example of this is Chicago’s StreetWise,
which supervisor of magazine services Tony Taylor said maintains sales even through the city’s
blustery winters. Staff and vendors have adapted to the fact that sales tend to dip during blizzards
or extreme cold weather.
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An Enforced Code of Conduct for Vendors
An enforced code of conduct for vendors is important in establishing a positive reputation
for a paper, according to several street paper representatives. This reflects the idea that vendors
act as the face of any street paper, often representing the only point of contact that a buyer has
with a street paper organization as a whole. This, in turn, makes vendors critical to a paper’s
success, said Dionne Gilbert, former vendor and current vendor coordinator at the Denver Voice.
By maintaining a consistent presence on a city’s streets, she said, vendors shape the brand —
ideally positive — that a street paper develops in a city.
Enforcing a code of conduct is one key way to ensure that vendors reflect positively on
the street paper as an organization. While codes of conduct vary for each street paper, most
prohibit vendors from selling while under the influence of drugs or alcohol and mandate that
vendors must carry and display the badges that distinguish them from panhandlers (Appendix D).
Also fairly common in codes of conduct are restrictions against selling outdated issues; against
asking for more than the publication’s cover price; and against loaning or giving papers to
another vendor. City-specific restrictions tend to supplement these general points as well. In Ann
Arbor, for example, Groundcover vendors are prohibited from selling on public buses.
Related — and sometimes included — in vendor codes of conduct are systems that
coordinate shifts and locations. While not practiced by all street papers, these ensure that papers
are consistently and evenly distributed throughout a city. Real Change vendors in Seattle, for
example, can “reserve turf” in specific areas of the city if they sell a set amount of papers
(Harris). Nashville’s Contributor follows a similar policy, while Boston’s Spare Change News
and Chicago’s StreetWise alternatively assign vendors a given location (Wills, May 28; Taylor;
Flanagan). Offering a third model is the Cleveland Street Chronicle, whose vendors attend
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biweekly meetings to divide weekend shifts at only high-demand, lucrative locations such as the
West Side Market. Otherwise vendors are free to sell anywhere in Cleveland on a first-come,
first-served basis (Davis).
To ensure that the code of conduct is effective, a street paper must have some policy
regarding its enforcement. INSP recommends clarifying consequences for breaking this code of
conduct with vendors at an initial training or orientation session in its guide to starting a street
paper (Harris 13). As one example of this, Ann Arbor’s Groundcover News issues verbal
warnings to vendors who break the code. If the vendor continues to do so, this warning is
followed by increasingly long suspensions (Beckett).
Because vendors represent the most visible aspect of any street paper organization, they
play a critical role in marketing publications. An enforced code of conduct is critical in ensuring
that the overall perception of the paper remains positive. Harris, of Seattle’s Real Change,
summarized the importance of a code of conduct as such:
You have to have a code of conduct for the vendors that you take seriously, or else
you don’t keep up the community reputation that you need for people to support what
you’re doing. You want people to differentiate between your vendors and
panhandlers. You want to legitimize your vendors. It’s the code of conduct and taking
it seriously that does that.

A High Quality Journalistic Publication
A high quality journalistic publication also tends to lead to higher circulation and greater
success, according to several street paper representatives. This is a somewhat contested point,
given the diversity of content in successful North American street newspapers and the fact that
some publications thrive on creative content. San Francisco’s Street Sheet, for example, produces
an annual poetry issue featuring vendors’ writing that typically tops other editions in sales
(Friedenbach). But while creative writing and personal accounts from vendors may effectively
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draw in readers, said Freeze, NASNA’s former executive director, news stories tend to prove
more effective in this goal long term. In part, he said this is because vendors’ personal stories
about homelessness tend to be similar, and consequently may not appeal to repeat customers for
more than a few issues. Similarly, Condon, of Vancouver’s Megaphone, suggested that high
quality journalism is what maintains readership even when a buyer’s original motivation to
purchase the paper is a charitable donation. “People have a lot of stereotypes about what a street
paper is,” Condon said. “They will assume that it will be low quality, that the content will be
very depressing or that the content will be directed only at people on the street ... Those are
stereotypes and misconceptions that we always have to try to overcome and try to dispel with the
content.”
Friedenbach, of San Francisco’s Street Sheet, added that newsworthy journalistic content
does not necessarily mean breaking news. Rather, she advised that street paper content should
have enough “shelf life” to attract interest throughout the entire week or multiweek selling
period. Catchy headlines and a visually appealing product become important in this sense, she
said. Skoch, who has been purchasing the Cleveland Street Chronicle for years, similarly said he
thought a visually appealing product helps to legitimize a street paper as an organization. He said
he is often frustrated by the poor quality of the street papers he sees in Cleveland and other cities.
“A paper that’s poorly written with subpar photographs isn’t going to get anyone excited on the
streets,” he said. High quality articles are also beneficial, he added, but these are less effective
than an appealing visual product at drawing passers-by to a street paper.

A corollary to high journalistic content is an online presence. North American street papers
vary in their use of organizational websites and social media to promote the paper and its specific
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content, but most have some sort of online presence. Friedenbach is among those who tout an
online presence as a positive attribute of a street paper. While she acknowledged that online
content in some ways threatens the sale of physical copies, she said she felt this argument held
more weight before the boom in social media. “Having a visibility and the stories out there
creates more attractiveness as a source for news, (so) that when people do see vendors on the
streets they’re going to be more inclined to buy it,” she said. Taylor, of Chicago’s StreetWise,
said the Illinois publication balances the two interests by teasing stories online, posting just a
headline and a few paragraphs of the cover stories. Other street newspapers, including Ann
Arbor’s Groundcover News, post PDF copies of the physical papers on their websites after the
print issue has been pulled from the streets for its selling period. This eliminates the concern that
online content will decrease the desire for print copies (Hoffman).

In this sense, high quality journalistic content can benefit street papers long term by
establishing publications as desirable products that offer customers more than a one-time
opportunity for charitable giving. A website can help to establish a paper as a legitimate
organization and likewise legitimate source of news, making some form of online presence
desirable. Because charitable intentions generally motivate transactions, posting content online is
unlikely to significantly undercut vendors’ print sales.

Conclusion
Although each street paper in the U.S. is distinct, reflecting a unique relationship with its
host city as well as the broader goals of the street paper’s founders, most successful street papers
share these five broad characteristics. It is worthwhile to emphasize that these characteristics
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pertain to both the host city and to the street paper itself. This means that even an excellently
organized paper could struggle in a city that is ill adapted for a street paper. Alternatively, a city
that seems ideal for such a street paper could ultimately fail to support one if the paper is poorly
managed. In this sense, a street paper and its host city must both contribute to the success of a
paper.
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Chapter 2
Groundcover News as a Case Study

To see how these characteristics interact to support a street paper on a practical level, I
visited the office of Groundcover News in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in late May 2014. There I spoke
to staff and vendors in order to create a case study addressing how one specific street paper
operates. I chose Groundcover for this purpose because Ann Arbor reflects Syracuse in several
relevant aspects such as climate, population size and university influence. In addition,
Groundcover was thriving with a monthly circulation of nearly 10,000 at the time of my visit.

An Idea Spreads
The story of Ann Arbor’s street paper begins more than 2,000 miles away from the
Michigan city. Specifically it begins in Washington, where street corner pitches for the Seattlebased Real Change caught the attention of Susan Beckett during a summertime visit to her
daughter in 2009.
The first street paper in the U.S. to support weekly publication, Real Change had been
circulating in Seattle for about 15 years by the time Beckett, then a substitute teacher, stopped to
pick up a copy. Street newspapers in general had been active in U.S. cities since the late 1980s.
But for the Michigan native, the afternoon purchase marked her first interaction with the street
paper model.
She was intrigued.
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“I’ve been interested in poverty issues for a long time,” Beckett explained. And the Real
Change model of employing homeless and low-income people as newspaper vendors seemed
ripe for transplant to the Great Lakes State, she added.
This idea has grown into Groundcover News, a monthly street paper that’s circulated
year-round in Ann Arbor and surrounding suburbs. In four years of circulation with Beckett as its
publisher, the nonprofit newspaper had offered more than 200 vendors a hand up, rather than a
hand out, as one vendor preferred to describe it at a monthly sales meeting in May. By spring
2014, when I visited its office, Groundcover reported that its approximately 30 active vendors
were sustaining a monthly circulation nearing 10,000 in a city of approximately 117,000 people
(U.S. Census Bureau, “Ann Arbor”). Vendors were pocketing $.75 for each $1 paper they sold.

Getting Started
Beckett’s first step in bringing a street newspaper to Ann Arbor was a call to the North
American Street Newspaper Association (NASNA). Before its dissolution in December 2013,
NASNA served as a central resource for startup street papers (French Lemley). In addition to
sending Beckett a copy of its instructional manual, “Street papers: A guide to getting started,”
which details major points to consider before launching a street newspaper, NASNA also put her
in touch with staff at the nearby startup in Toledo, Ohio. With its first edition hitting the streets
in 2009, Toledo Streets was itself relatively new and operating successfully under the umbrella
of the social justice-oriented nonprofit 1Matters.
Toledo Streets was more than willing to lend a hand, Beckett said. Amanda Moore, who
founded Toledo’s paper, met Beckett in Ann Arbor one day to discuss the early details of
Groundcover. And through Moore’s connections, the Ann Arbor startup secured $1,000 in
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funding through the Toledo-based 1Matters, which has additionally provided initial funding to
Detroit’s street paper, Thrive Detroit.
The $1,000 that 1Matters provided Groundcover covered just more than the printing
costs for the first issue, Beckett said. This inaugural issue hit the streets in summer 2010.
Groundcover chose to register for 501(c)(3) status after about a year of operations,
meaning the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) classifies it as a tax-exempt nonprofit organization.
This stands in contrast to Toledo Streets, which remained under the nonprofit umbrella of
1Matters until December 2014 (Zuehlke). This short-track path toward independence casts
Groundcover as somewhat unusual among U.S. street papers. Although several street papers
currently operate with independent 501(c)(3) statuses, most started with the operational and
financial support of a parent organization.

Budget (Appendix F)
In terms of funding for the paper, Beckett identified three major sources: paper sales,
advertisements and grants and donations. These balance out two major expenses: printing and
employees. All other miscellaneous costs are considered trivial in terms of the budget, which
totals less than $50,000 according to the Form 990-N that was filed with the IRS in 2013.

Paper sales account for the majority of Groundcover’s budget at approximately 60
percent, Beckett said. Paper sales refer to the $.25 that Groundcover receives from vendors for
each copy of the paper that vendors purchase. Vendors in turn sell the paper to the public for a $1
donation, pocketing the $.75 profit.
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Revenue from paper sales depends on how many papers Groundcover prints in a given
month, Beckett said. Printing more is a greater value, while printing fewer can mean the $.25 that
vendors pay Groundcover for papers doesn’t even cover printing costs. For example, assuming
vendors buy all the printed papers for $.25, the difference between purchasing 9,000 papers from
a printer at a cost of $900 and purchasing 2,000 papers from a printer at a cost of $575 is the
difference between a $1,350 profit and a $75 deficit. Monthly circulation fluctuates throughout
the year, Beckett said, as demonstrated by the jump between an approximately 10,000-paper
circulation in spring 2014 and an approximately 5,000-paper circulation the following winter.
This reflects both the weather and the academic schedule at the University of Michigan, she said,
noting that fewer people tend to be in Ann Arbor in late summer.

Advertisements constitute approximately 35 percent of the income side of the budget,
Beckett said. This makes Groundcover somewhat unusual among street papers. Seven out of 10
U.S. street papers that I surveyed reported publishing few or no advertisements, for example
(Appendix C). Representatives of these seven papers said that the effort of securing ads —
particularly when no staff member can dedicate time specifically to this task — outweighs the
financial gains. But for Groundcover, Beckett said, advertisements prove worthwhile. The May
2014 issue includes 14 advertisements of varying size, including four quarter-page color
advertisements (Appendix H). According to the advertising rates listed on the back page of each
Groundcover issue, each of these runs $215.95 per issue (Figure 1). Advertising rates in general
range from $49.95 for a black-and-white business card-sized advertisement to $699.96 for a fullpage color advertisement.
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Figure 1

As part of its advertising strategy, Groundcover notably includes coupons. Four of these
appear in the May 2014 issue (Appendix H). Greg Hoffman, former operations manager for
Groundcover, said that advertisements containing coupons to local stores help sell the paper.
Vendors Rissa Haynes and Peggy Donham, who sell in front of the People’s Food Co-op, said
the paper essentially sells itself there because of the $1 coupon that the Co-op publishes in the
paper. Customers who intend to spend more than $1 in the grocery store can purchase
Groundcover from Haynes or Donham, and save exactly what they spend once they check out at
a register. Given that Ann Arbor has many local restaurants and stores, Hoffman said, the coupon
strategy suits the paper particularly well.
No one staff member or volunteer at Groundcover is responsible for securing
advertisements. Beckett said about half of advertisements sales are arranged by staff and half are
arranged by vendors. Groundcover hosts a professional development series for its vendors on the
third Thursday of each month, and occasionally a workshop on selling advertisements is
included. Vendors receive a 30 percent commission if they sell an advertisement, Beckett added,
or a 15 percent commission if they refer an interested business to Groundcover staff.
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Finally, Beckett said grants and individual donations make up about five percent of
Groundcover’s budget. Again, no one staff member is responsible for soliciting donations. These
can be made online or through check, according the organization’s website (“Ways to give”); the
print issue contains no information requesting or explaining donations (Appendix H). This lack
of emphasis on donations contrasts with budgets of other street papers, such as Seattle’s Real
Change or Washington, D.C.,’s Street Sense. These each report that grants and individual
donations are a critical budget source, encompassing up to 60 percent of the budget at Real
Change (Harris).

Because Groundcover pays no rent for its office space through an arrangement with a
local church, the organization has only two primary expenses: printing and pay for three formal
employees. Employees are the greatest expense, Beckett said, because printing costs fluctuate.
Three contracted, part-time employees collectively receive approximately $650 monthly. Beckett
herself works as publisher on a volunteer basis.

Staff
In May 2014, Groundcover employed a paid staff of three: a layout editor, an assistant
editor and an operations manager. Although paid and volunteer staff collaborate on many job
responsibilities, Hoffman said the layout and assistant editors primarily concern themselves with
the visual and editorial aspect of the printed Groundcover News while the operations manager
focuses on day-to-day operations. Hoffman left Groundcover as operations manager in early
2015, and the organization spent several months without anyone in this position. Beckett said she
hoped to hire someone to fill his position by the spring.
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A regular volunteer staff of about six people supports the paid staff in the Groundcover
office, Hoffman said, dividing office shifts and covering a variety of day-to-day tasks. Marquise
Williams, for example, is a currently active volunteer who became involved with Groundcover
as a University of Michigan student even before the first issue of Groundcover was published.
Williams, who has since graduated and now works for pay through an after-school program in
the Ypsilanti Public School District, ran the vendor training on the Thursday that I visited. In his
four years at Groundcover, he said, he had also helped edit content and write articles for the
paper, among other tasks.
In addition to the volunteer staff at the office, Groundcover claims a significantly wider
network of volunteers who write content for the paper or work to raise awareness and funds for
the paper. “Volunteers are critical,” Beckett emphasized, adding that Groundcover constantly
aims to increase this pool. She said she considered a volunteer coordinator, or someone to
organize volunteers and ensure that they contribute efficiently, to be vital in any street paper.
Groundcover — unfortunately, she said — did not have a volunteer coordinator as of May 2014.

Facility
Groundcover operates in a classroom-style space in the basement of the Bethlehem
United Church of Christ, centrally located in Ann Arbor at 423 S. 4th Ave. Through this
arrangement Groundcover has never had to factor facility costs into its budget. A few months
into operation, Beckett said, Groundcover advertised in its own paper for a workspace.
Bethlehem Church responded to the advertisement by offering the space for no rent.
Groundcover has maintained this rent-free relationship in its five years of operation,
enjoying a positive relationship with the church, whose pastor is often a featured writer in the
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paper. In late fall 2013, when Groundcover had secured a degree of financial stability, Beckett
said the paper began voluntarily chipping in about $50 a month for electricity.
The modest basement space is outfitted simply. Staff accesses a single computer in a
corner that’s framed by person-high stacks of newspapers, and vendors are permitted to access
three other computers in the back of the room. A large, multipurpose table — used primarily for
a vendor training during my Thursday afternoon visit — dominates the center of the space.
Bulletin boards plastered with notes for vendors and poster-board charts that track monthly sales
goals line the walls.
The church space is about a 10- to 15-minute walk from profitable selling sites that are
heavy in pedestrian traffic, such as the intersection of Liberty and Main streets and the People’s
Food Co-op. Because vendors frequent the office in order to purchase papers to sell, a location
easily accessible by foot or public transportation is especially valuable.

Content
Beckett described Groundcover’s content as “wide-ranging,” and a glance through the
printed publication justifies the description. The May 2014 issue alone includes a story about a
local health clinic; a vendor’s call for year-round emergency shelters; a description about a rare
butterfly migration; and a recipe for a rice and bean salad (Appendix H).
An eclectic mix of heavy and light content is Beckett’s goal. Although she said
Groundcover had experimented with themed issues — a model favored by Toledo Streets and
several other street papers, which organizes all the content around a single issue such as
“healthcare” — Beckett said she finds that single-topic issues overwhelm readers. An entire
paper focused on a difficult or depressing topic such as teen homelessness, she said as an
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example, is too intense for an average reader. Beckett instead emphasized the appeal of
Groundcover’s light, easily digestible features such as cartoons, puzzles or games. Readers have
responded favorably to these, she said, remembering one who described the paper as good
reading material for a lunch break.
Although the paper includes content produced by both vendors and community members,
volunteer writers recruited from the community carry more bylines. In the 12-page May 2014
issue that included 10 bylined articles, for example, a vendor penned just one. A second article
profiling vendor Joe Woods — part of a series that profiles a different vendor each issue —
represents Woods as a vendor without his direct byline (Appendix H). Although vendors are
encouraged to write — and incentivized with 10 to 20 free papers for each submitted piece,
depending on its length and quality — there’s mixed interest among vendors in publishing
content (Hoffman). Woods, for example, said he had no interest in getting published himself.
Donham said she had published some artwork and appreciated the paper as a creative outlet.
In terms of Groundcover’s online content, staff upload PDFs of entire issues to
Groundcover’s website after the selling period for the monthly paper ends. This timing
eliminates a potential conflict with paper sales for the current issues (Hoffman). Groundcover
also maintains a fairly consistent social media presence through Twitter and Facebook, although
social media posts tend to focus on events related to Groundcover — benefit concerts, for
example — rather than pushing written content.

Vendors
Vendors tend to be an eclectic group, Beckett said, ranging from elderly to teenage and
spanning a variety of housing and socioeconomic situations. The majority of vendors are men,
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she said, but female vendors tend to have a greater retention rate. While there is no way to
definitively explain this tendency, Beckett speculated that women are less likely to become
discouraged in their first days on the job, when vendors struggle to establish a connection with
their customers. Tessa Swithinbank’s analysis of London’s The Big Issue suggests that the
greater percentage of male vendors is a more general trend, which she attributed to greater rates
of homelessness among men than women in London in the 1990s (47-48). Her argument is
relevant in the U.S. today; the U.S.-based National Coalition for the Homeless stated in 2009 that
men make up 76 percent of the total homeless population in the U.S. (“Who is homeless?”).
Hoffman said that as of May 2014 about three of approximately 30 active vendors relied
on Groundcover sales as their sole income — up to $1,000 in one month, according to one of
these vendors (Woods). Most vendors, however, use their profits to supplement other forms of
income, often Social Security or disability benefits. This is the situation for vendor Rissa
Haynes, who said her Social Security checks go entirely toward her apartment rent.
Consequently, selling papers at the People’s Food Co-op provides her only expendable income:
between $250 and $300 each month when she returned to Groundcover in May 2014 after a
medical sabbatical. Peggy Donham similarly supplements a primary income — for her, pension
and insurance — through her Groundcover sales. But for the retired Donham, who has
depression, the $600 that she can make in a month is secondary to the connections she makes
with customers and the sense of purpose she gets from her job. Joe Woods, meanwhile,
represents a third situation as one of the few vendors who uses Groundcover sales as a sole form
of income. The former door-to-door salesman said he is living with a cousin, and setting aside
part of his paper sales for an apartment of his own (Appendix A).
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As of May 2014, Groundcover had trained more than 200 vendors, and was consistently
working with approximately 30 (Hoffman). Among these 30 or so were some of Groundcover’s
earliest and most consistent vendors. The two vendors who wear numbers eight and nine on their
badges, for example, earned commending catcalls at the vendor meeting in late May.
New vendors tend to come to Groundcover from homeless shelters such as the Delonis
Center — a major Ann Arbor homeless shelter where staff initially recruited vendors before
Groundcover’s first issue — as well as local churches or aid organizations such as the Salvation
Army. But the most effective form of attracting new vendors, Hoffman said, is word-of-mouth
recommendations. This can mean prospective vendors who consistently see Groundcover on the
streets and recognize it as an option for themselves; it can also mean active vendors who
encourage friends to attend a Groundcover training. This second option particularly benefits the
vendors, who receive 10 free papers when their recruits complete orientation and subsequently
purchase 50 papers from Groundcover. The first vendor receives another 10 papers when the
recruit buys 100 papers from Groundcover. This incentivizing method encourages vendors to act
as mentors for recruits, Hoffman said, which ultimately encourages vendor retention.

Selling
Before vendors can pick a street corner and start, they sit for an approximately hour-long
training covering the ABCs of selling papers. Following this orientation session, vendors receive
10 free papers and an ID badge: a handwritten card with their name and ID number tucked in a
plastic pouch and worn around the neck. After scheduling a more personalized follow-up training
in approximately two weeks — typically enough time for a new vendor to sell about 50 papers
— the new vendors can start selling as soon as they leave the office (Williams, Marquise).
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Through a bulk permit through the city of Ann Arbor, Groundcover vendors are
permitted to sell anywhere within city limits on a first-come, first-served basis. Areas heavy in
pedestrian traffic are the best locations, so locations such as the Farmer’s Market, the Historic
District and Main Street are particularly desirable. But Groundcover staff also emphasize the
importance of consistency (Hoffman; Williams, Marquise). They recommend that new vendors
find a corner and stick to it, so that potential customers can establish a relationship with the
vendor. Woods, for example, regularly sells at the corner of Liberty and Main streets.
Consequently, he said he’s gotten to know several men who frequently walk past him on their
way to and from their nearby office. The men often stop to chat and purchase a paper. In Woods’
case, this is usually a $10 special edition paper that features content from street papers across the
country. “They know about the $10 papers,” Woods said. “So when they see me, they have $10
for me.”
Vendors who demonstrate a serious commitment to one location by purchasing 800
papers to sell there in one month can reserve this location through a “corner card.” Worn in the
same plastic pouch as a vendor ID, a corner card ensures that the card-holding vendor can sell in
that particular location whenever he or she wants, asking another vendor to leave the area if
necessary. When the card-holding vendor is not selling, the area is open for any vendor. Corner
cards reserve locations through the end of the following month, and Hoffman said between five
and ten vendors, including Donham, held them in May.
Areas where vendors are not permitted to sell are explained during orientation: on private
property, including the sprawling University of Michigan campus; to captive audiences,
including diners at any of Ann Arbor’s many outdoor cafes or passengers on public
transportation; or to cars in Ann Arbor. Neighboring suburbs such as Ypsilanti, Pittsfield or
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Dexter do not have regulations against sales to drivers (Hoffman). This becomes relevant as
Groundcover attempts to spread into these suburbs, in part reflecting vendors’ and staff’s
observation that Ann Arbor seems like it has “a vendor on every corner.” Hoffman said vendors
can be particularly successful selling at the exit driveways of fast food restaurants in surrounding
suburbs, because often drive-through customers have cash on-hand and the vendor is unlikely to
be hassled for obstructing traffic.
A fairly new aspect of Groundcover’s street sales is the use of smartphone credit cardreaders, which enable vendors to offer an alternative to passers-by who wave vendors away with
the excuse of not carrying cash. Protect Cell offered the paper 10 smartphones and a $1,200 grant
to cover the purchase of additional phones, which vendors in turn supplement with a monthly
data plan (“Groundcover News vendors”). Four to five vendors regularly used card-readers by
May, Hoffman said. At least one, Haynes, said during a vendor meeting that she’s had a positive
experience with it and noted that credit card sales sometimes encourage buyers to make more
than a $1 donation for each paper. Hoffman encouraged anyone with smartphones to “rent” a
card-reader from the office for a day to try it out.
Finally, all vendors are expected to adhere to the Groundcover News Vendor Code of
Conduct (Appendix E) when selling, which vendors discuss and sign during their initial
orientation. This code of conduct includes restrictions such as:

1. Billing the paper as no more than $1
2. Selling current issues only

3. Displaying a vendor badge at all times

4. Separating oneself from other vendors by at least one block
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5. Not selling while under the influence of drugs and alcohol
Vendors are additionally advised to dress neatly and cleanly, but staff said they don't regulate
dress beyond this. They recognize that vendors coming from homeless shelters have limited
clothing and pointed out that a vendor’s appearance doesn’t significantly affect sales. Hoffman
said, for example, that a leather-covered and metal-studded vendor gets consistent sales.
Major violations of the code of conduct are infrequent, Beckett said. Unless a code of
conduct violation is severe — pulling a knife on someone, for example — the protocol for
dealing with any violation that comes to the attention of the Groundcover staff is as follows:
First, remind the vendor of the rules; next, issue a verbal warning; finally, suspend the vendor for
increasingly long periods of time. Beckett added that if a suspended vendor takes steps to
improve the situation — taking an anger management class, for example — then the suspension
can be shortened. But code of conduct violations rarely escalate to this point at Groundover, she
continued. “We rarely get past the verbal warning,” she said. “But we frequently get to
reminding them of the rules.”

Relationship to the City
Groundcover enjoys a fairly positive relationship with its host city, with no notable
clashes with local law enforcement. Ann Arbor Mayor John Hieftje even showed support for the
organization by joining a vendor on the streets for a February 2014 International Vendor Week
activity (Hoffman).
The University of Michigan offers an additional benefit in Ann Arbor. For the first two
years of Groundcover’s operations, Beckett said, the paper struggled to connect with the
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university or tap its resources. Aside from volunteer Marquise Williams, who has been involved
since he was a UM student at the paper’s launch, the paper had no relationship to the university.
As Groundcover has become more established, however, a connection between the paper and the
university has grown. Groundcover occasionally accepts UM social work majors as interns at the
office, for example. Additionally, a student group dedicated to Groundcover launched at UM in
fall 2014, and currently comprises 15 to 20 students who edit and write articles, staff the office
and run social media, among other miscellaneous tasks (Beckett). Because the UM campus is
considered private property, however, vendors are not permitted to sell on campus.

Additional Services
Because Groundcover’s target demographic for vendors is homeless or low-income
people, the organization tends to dip its hand in social work-oriented areas in addition to its
primary mission of providing a voice and income to vendors. But this can be a fine line to
balance. “We have to make sure not to duplicate services,” Hoffman said.
Generally speaking, Groundcover offers additional resources on a referral basis. So if
staff members know that a vendor needs assistance in a particular area — for example, finding
low-income housing — they would refer that vendor to the appropriate local organization.
Internally, vendor resources include a monthly professional development series. For this, vendors
come to the Groundcover office for an evening workshop on the third Thursday of each month.
Hoffman said that topics have included computer literacy, job hunting, advertisement sales and
anger management. Hoffman said the last is sometimes the biggest barrier to consistent
employment for vendors. Groundcover has hosted professional development workshops for

37
approximately two years, he said, noting that vendor enthusiasm tends to vary. “We incentivize
them with free papers,” he said, so a few vendors always show up.
The Thursday workshops complement the social hours held on the first Thursday of
every month, where vendors meet to review the new issue’s articles and discuss sales hooks.
These social hours, for which attendance is also rewarded with 10 papers, reflect Groundcover’s
use of papers as a primary incentive tool. Bus tokens, or a more expansive bus pass for vendors
who sell 200 papers per month for two consecutive months, are also used as incentives for
vendors to sell consistently (Hoffman).

Why it Works
In March 2014, Groundcover vendors topped 6,000 papers in monthly circulation; in
April, 7,000; by late May, vendors were well on their way to the goal of 10,000 (Hoffman).
These numbers had dipped back down to 5,000 or 6,000 by January, reflecting a pattern of
decreased sales in the summers when the population of the college town drops, as well as further
decreased sales in the winters when cold temperatures make for fewer sales (Beckett). Speaking
of the peak sales in the spring, however, staff attributed Groundcover’s unprecedented
circulation numbers in the approximately 117,000-person city to a variety of factors. The jump in
part reflects concerted efforts for improvement, they speculated, and in part simple coincidence.
The first factor Hoffman suggested as influential is the introduction of collective sales
goals for vendors. Illustrating this was a hand-drawn thermometer tacked on the office wall,
which represented the May 2014 goal of 10,000 papers. Staff imperfectly colored toward the top
of the thermometer as vendors purchased papers throughout the month. “It builds a healthy
competition among vendors,” Hoffman said. And the sales goals, which began in March, are
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further tied to monthly rewards. Vendors were invited to an upscale dinner for meeting one
month’s goal, Hoffman said, and plans were in the works to take vendors to a Detroit Tigers
baseball game as another monthly reward. On the Thursday that I visited, vendors were treated to
free bowling for hitting their March sales goal. About a dozen took advantage of the offer.
The second factor Hoffman suggested as influential is an adjustment to the referral
incentives that makes mentoring new vendors more appealing. The policy of offering free papers
to vendors when their recruits hit a personal sales goal is relatively new, he said, and was
proving effective at encouraging long-term relationships between new and experienced vendors.
Essentially, he said, more experienced vendors have an incentive to mentor and assist new
vendors. Beckett noted that this is particularly evident in the case of Woods, who Beckett said
had made a concerted effort to recruit new vendors. Beckett similarly pointed to increases in
recruitment among vendors as a reason for Groundcover’s successes.
The third factor Hoffman suggested is a change in the training procedure so that vendors
now receive a breakdown of selling techniques rather than a vague instruction to simply sell the
paper. For example, during orientation, vendors are told that a sales approach consists of three
parts: the hook, in which the vendor gets a passer-by’s attention; the pitch, in which they explain
what Groundcover is and how their purchase can help; and the close, in which the vendor
directly asks if the passer-by would like to purchase a copy. In addition to these detailed
instructions, the vendor also receives a list of suggested hooks and pitches to try with various
customers such as UM students or large groups of people. Woods, for example, demonstrated
these sort of hooks when he would ask passers-by if they would like to “help out the celebrity of
the month,” referencing the cover story in which he was featured. Only if a curious passer-by
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stopped would he follow up with a pitch, explaining what Groundcover does as a street paper,
and ask if they would like to make a purchase.
Beckett added a fourth factor to Groundcover’s rising circulation: that the organization
was enjoying greater awareness within Ann Arbor and surrounding suburbs after increased press
coverage in the previous year or so. One example of this was the 2014 Vendor Appreciation
Week. Community members were invited to pair with a vendor and hit the streets to sell in the
Michigan winter. Local celebrity and UM basketball player Jordan Morgan, in particular,
brought attention to Groundcover through his participation and enthusiastic use of Twitter to
promote it.
Beyond these, factors that contributed to Groundcover’s success are largely coincidental.
Warmer weather brings an increase in pedestrian traffic and thus potential customers, Hoffman
pointed out. Several vendors who had been major sellers in the past decided to return in the
spring, Beckett added. And as retention of new vendors increased, in some cases due to
mentoring relationships, Beckett said that overly aggressive, problematic vendors had tapered
off.

Conclusion
The story of Groundcover News shows how a single sales pitch in Seattle in 2009
ultimately led to financial support and social advocacy for more than 200 homeless and lowincome vendors in a city across the country. This spreading and sharing of ideas is largely
characteristic of the modern street paper movement, and explains why many street papers share
similar elements and policies. Groundcover, in particular, stands out as a beneficial case study
when considering a startup newspaper for Syracuse for the following reasons:
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1. It’s a thriving paper. For obvious reasons, it’s beneficial to model a startup paper
around a business plan that’s successful.

2. It’s relatively young. Its development since 2010 can easily be tracked and
replicated without factoring in major societal or macroeconomic changes.

3. It’s based in a liberal, university-influenced city. It’s reasonable to think that a
Syracuse paper would have a similar relationship to the city and namesake
university.

4. Ann Arbor is similar in size to Syracuse. The U.S. Census Bureau puts Ann Arbor
at approximately 117,000 people to Syracuse’s 144,000 (“Ann Arbor”; “Syracuse”).

It’s important to note that Syracuse and Ann Arbor differ in many significant ways as well, and
that success for Groundcover News in Ann Arbor by no means implies success for a startup
paper in Syracuse. The Groundcover case study should simply be one consideration when
analyzing conditions for a potential paper in Syracuse.
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Chapter 3
A Street Paper for Syracuse

People who work with the city’s poor and homeless populations say Syracuse has never
hosted a street paper. Analyzing characteristics of the city, particularly through comparison to
previously identified measures for success, can help determine whether Syracuse is well suited
for a street paper. This analysis additionally helps identify what obstacles a startup street paper
could expect.
Because a street paper essentially depends on a city’s poor and homeless population —
for both the labor pool and the beneficiaries — this demographic is key when considering a
startup street paper in Syracuse. In 2014, Syracuse was named the 23rd-poorest city in the U.S.,
and the Near Westside neighborhood continues to carry a nationwide reputation for poverty
(Eisenstadt). This translates to an average 28.2 percent of Syracuse families living below the
poverty line between 2009 and 2013, which is more than double New York’s 11.7 percent
average. The unemployment rate in Syracuse is 7.1 percent, again more severe than New York’s
average 5.9 percent rate. As a final metric, 28.7 percent of individuals in Syracuse receive SNAP
benefits, formerly known as Food Stamps, compared to 14.5 percent of individuals in New York
(U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey”). Eligibility for SNAP benefits is
determined by income proportional to household size. In this sense, statistics suggest there is a
substantial potential vendor population in Syracuse.
To narrow this potential vendor population to the homeless, data from the Housing and
Homeless Coalition of Syracuse and Onondaga County (HHC) is beneficial. Following
guidelines from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, HHC conducts yearly
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point-in-time surveys that record the number of people who are unsheltered or who are staying in
emergency shelters on a given night in January. While these numbers effectively quantify
Syracuse’s homeless population, HHC coordinator Melissa Marrone said they are not averages.
The numbers fluctuate throughout the year, she said, and tend to increase in warmer months.
According to HHC point-in-time surveys, emergency shelters in Syracuse hosted 490 individuals
on a sample day in 2014; 463 individuals in 2013; and 390 individuals in 2012. In terms of
unsheltered individuals, or those who live and sleep on the streets, Syracuse has very few — just
seven counted in 2014 and six in 2013. Jim Taylor, a program director with Catholic Charities of
Onondaga County, said this is because HHC is very efficient in identifying unsheltered
individuals and rapidly finding them emergency shelter.
In several interviews with social services representatives, the relative lack of affordable
housing came up as an issue related to poverty in Syracuse. Amanda Erwin, communications
specialist at the Rescue Mission, particularly identified this as a factor that exacerbates poverty
in the area. Housing often claims a major portion of an individual’s income, she said, leaving
little money for other basic living expenses such as food. Taylor explained with an example:
If someone is on public assistance, an individual might be getting $400. But
they’re spending $400 on an efficiency apartment. That would be taking all their public
assistance grant, and $400 hardly pays the utility bill in something the size of this room
(his office). So if you’re going to find housing, it’s either going to be low quality or …
really small.
The most recent census data states that 50.3 percent of Syracuse’s population spends 35 percent
or more of its household income on gross rent (“American Community Survey”). This does not
reflect a particularly expensive housing market in Syracuse, said Julie Gilbert, who helps lowincome people find housing as the Samaritan Center’s resource and referral specialist. The
median monthly rent payment in Syracuse is $708, and more than 6,000 people — approximately
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18.4 percent of renters — pay less than $500 (U.S. Census Bureau; “American Community
Survey”). The issue is that low-income Syracuse residents often depend on public assistance
grants, which do not necessarily cover even this relatively low cost of living. For example,
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), better known as disability benefits, constitutes a total
monthly income of $808 in New York (Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance).
Further, Taylor said, Syracuse lost some of its low-income housing units within the past
10 years or so, which exacerbates the situation. Gilbert also said downtown development and
gentrification in recent years has limited affordable housing. She added that in her experience,
finding affordable housing for families in Syracuse is much easier than finding affordable
housing for individuals. This is a problem for the Samaritan Center, for example, because most
guests are single. “I think that’s a huge reason why they’re poor,” she said. “If you have an
emergency or a loss of an income or something like that in a two-income household, the other
person can help shoulder it and get through it. Without the security of two incomes, an illness is
devastating.”
Statistics on poverty and the local housing market ultimately show that Syracuse has a
sizable low-income population (Appendix G). This suggests that there are a good number of
people in the city who could sell street papers, particularly to supplement a fixed income such as
Social Security or SSI.

Support of a Sponsoring Nonprofit Organization
Because Syracuse has a strong social service presence, it is likely that a street paper could
find some sort of institutional support in Syracuse. The city hosts 13 emergency shelters, said
Marrone, the HHC coordinator, and the HHC counts approximately 40 member agencies. These
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social service organizations work together closely and effectively, added Taylor, of Catholic
Charities. This is demonstrated by the Homeless Management Information System (HMIS), he
said, which is an online database that representatives from any agency can update with
information about a particular person. The effect is that caseworkers can keep up-to-date on the
needs of the people they work with, even when the individuals seek resources at multiple
agencies. The HMIS also makes it relatively easy for caseworkers to find an individual on any
given night. “It’s a small enough city that on any given night, the four or five hundred people we
have that are homeless, we can tell where they are,” Taylor said. “People aren’t hard to track
down.”
Even when someone does seem to disappear from the HMIS, said Gilbert, of the
Samaritan Center, there is a strong likelihood they will end up eating a free meal at the Samaritan
Center. In part, this is because the Samaritan Center offers a no-questions-asked policy that
allows guests to eat without registering or signing in. This tends to appeal to the working poor,
whom Gilbert said often feel guilty about accepting aid they assume is for those even poorer than
themselves, as well as those who want to live “off the grid.” She explained:
If somebody, say, falls off the wagon and isn’t reporting back to where they’re staying,
they’re probably still coming here because we don’t ask questions. Or if someone gets
upset at a shelter and decides to go sleep outside, they’re probably still coming here.
She added that the Samaritan Center policy against formally recording names and Social
Security numbers does not mean the interactions are anonymous. Samaritan Center workers and
guests build connections during meals, so it is not uncommon for a worker to ask around if a
guest has not visited for a while.
The number of social service organizations in Syracuse, as well as the coordination
between them, suggests that a startup paper could take advantage of an existing network of
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potential vendors. The coordination among social service agencies especially means that street
paper organizers could contact vendors with relative ease. This is important when considering
that low-income vendors often lack reliable access to communication channels such as cell
phones or email; the ability to locate and interact with vendors face to face in turn becomes
critical in establishing and maintaining a strong vendor base. Further, because Syracuse hosts
multiple social service organizations, it is likely that at least one would be willing and able to
connect with a startup street paper. This would allow the startup paper to focus on establishing
itself as a credible and functional organization in its first year or so, rather than expend resources
on maintaining a legal status or creating a board of directors. Working with an existing
organization would also lend a startup paper name recognition, a 501(c)(3) legal status and
resources such as initial capital, office space or basic supplies.

A Positive Connection to the Host Community
It seems likely that a Syracuse street paper would face some challenges in overcoming
negative connotations of panhandling and homelessness. The Cleveland Street Chronicle and its
relatively low circulation numbers demonstrate that a city hardened to panhandling proves a
difficult market for street papers. Syracuse, with a similarly controversial history with
panhandling, would likely face a similar and challenging path in overcoming these negative
connotations.
Drawing on seven years’ experience and observation through her job at the Samaritan
Center, Gilbert said she felt Syracuse is characterized by a very suburban mentality that in turn
stigmatizes the poor and homeless. “I know people that are my age, in their 20s, and they say, ‘I
don’t go downtown. That’s where you’re going to get shot,’” Gilbert said. “I think that people in
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Syracuse have a lot of misunderstanding of the poor and a lot of fear.” This stereotyping is not
unique to Syracuse, she said, nor does she feel it reflects an underlying cruelty. More so, she
said, it reflects ignorance and inexperience regarding the poor and homeless. Gilbert, along with
Taylor of Catholic Charities and Erwin of the Rescue Mission, wryly referenced the vitriolic
reader comments that often appear below Syracuse.com articles about poverty and homelessness
to exemplify the city’s unfavorable attitude.
Contributing to this mentality are repeated incidents that reflect poorly on the poor and
homeless, which are picked up by local news outlets. The assault on a retired Syracuse Police
Department officer by a homeless man on Oct. 5, 2014 stands out as one example (Almendarez).
The officer was working as a private security guard for downtown businesses at the time.
Another example that addresses panhandling specifically is the well-publicized complaint of a
local business owner, who in late summer 2014 argued that the homeless encampment outside
his Erie Boulevard building was affecting his business (Tobin, “Smith Restaurant Supply”). This
complaint prompted Syracuse city officials to encourage the public not to give money to
panhandlers, which to some extent hardens existing attitudes against panhandling in Syracuse.
Paul Driscoll, commissioner of the Department of Neighborhood and Business Development, is
quoted in a Sept. 3 Syracuse.com article on the topic: “We all agreed that giving direct cash to
folks was not helping individuals and making the overall problem worse” (Tobin, “homeless
strategy”). Responding to the issue on behalf of the HHC, Marrone offered a more nuanced
perspective in a Sept. 12 letter to the editor. “How concerned citizens engage with people who
are panhandling is their choice, though the HHC believes there are more effective and efficient
ways to donate to help these individuals,” she wrote. “Panhandling and homelessness are not one
in the same.” Marrone said in an email that the County Department of Mental Health and the
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City of Syracuse Department of Neighborhood and Business Development are continuing to
address the issue through a joint effort aimed at dealing with the dozen or so “aggressive”
panhandlers downtown. Rather than planning a broad campaign against all panhandling in
Syracuse, Marrone wrote, their goal is to consider the issue on an individual level. She said part
of this would involve researching what other communities have done to address similar
situations.
Although this example demonstrates that public opinion in Syracuse tends to be
antagonistic toward panhandling, no ordinance in the Syracuse Municipal Code prohibits it.
Richard Schoff, commanding officer of the Syracuse Police Department’s Community Policing
Division, explained that the only legal restrictions on panhandling come from related offenses.
New York law prohibits individuals from standing in the roadway where sidewalks are provided,
for example, and similarly prohibits individuals from standing in roadways or any part of a state
highway to sell to an occupant of a vehicle (Sec. 27.1156; Sec. 27.1157). Schoff said
panhandlers at highway off-ramps — where most panhandling in Syracuse takes place — or in
the Erie Boulevard median can be ticketed for violating these laws. Another offense related to
panhandling is harassment, Schoff said, but ticketing panhandlers for that is far less common.
“It’s a high bar to reach,” he said. “I’ve never arrested anybody for it, but I’m sure it’s
happened.”
While the public may associate vendors with panhandlers, particularly when unfamiliar
with the concept of street papers, it is important to remember that vendors and panhandlers are
not one and the same. Sam White, a permit specialist in Syracuse’s Central Permit Office, said a
vendor would better be classified legally as a peddler, defined in the Revised General Ordinances
of the City of Syracuse as such: “Peddler shall mean an individual who sells or offers for sale
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any food, goods, wares, merchandise or services within the City of Syracuse. Peddler shall not
include the sale or delivery of newspapers or periodicals” (Sec. 9-78). White said this means that
vendors would be permitted to sell a street paper in Syracuse without a peddler license, which in
turn would save a startup street paper significant expense. Peddler licenses run $75 per month;
$50 per week; or $20 per day, according to city ordinances (Sec. 9-83).
Although vendors are not technically licensees through the city — and therefore not
subject to the terms of a peddler license, according to White — adhering to these terms would be
advisable in order to maintain a good relationship with city officials. These terms restrict
business hours to 8 a.m. to 9 p.m. within the city of Syracuse, or 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. in residential
neighborhoods (Sec. 9-87.1). They also prohibit peddlers from approaching any entryway that
does not face a street; mandate that peddlers must depart a business or residence immediately
when asked to do so; and forbid peddlers from using deceptive acts, physical abuse, threats,
intimidation or harassment in the course of business (Sec. 9-87.2). Richard Turk, residence
director at the Syracuse Downtown YMCA, suggested that street paper organizers should also
communicate with the Downtown Committee of Syracuse as a way to further ensure that vendors
stay on good terms with the city. The nonprofit Downtown Committee represents the interests of
property owners and tenants in Syracuse’s central business district. “You kind of want their
blessing,” Turk said. “If you’re going to be down there working, you want them to have an
understanding of what (the street paper) is.” Connecting with the Downtown Committee could
also help legitimize a startup paper, Turk continued, and make clear that it is not a scam or ploy.
Because selling a street paper is often perceived as panhandling, an existing negative
attitude toward panhandling may be difficult to overcome. This suggests that establishing the
paper as legitimate — both by distinguishing the paper from panhandling and by educating the
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public on the nature of street papers in general — would be critical to a Syracuse street paper’s
success. Close communication and cooperation with the Downtown Committee and local law
enforcement officials would help toward this end. A well designed and informative website, as
well as visible advertisement of the paper’s name on vendor gear, could also help. If it could be
fit in a meager startup budget — perhaps possible given that a startup paper would not be
spending money for peddler licenses — a publicity campaign educating the public on the nature
of street papers might be most effective. Through whatever channels, legitimizing the street
paper as a business in public perception would be critical.

A Host City with Areas High in Pedestrian Traffic
The greatest challenge to a street paper in Syracuse would likely be the lack of sufficient
pedestrian traffic to constitute a consumer base. With an estimated 144,000-person population
according to the 2013 census, Syracuse is small in comparison to major cities with successful
street papers such as San Francisco, Washington, D.C. or Nashville. While size is not in itself a
determining factor, several interviewees suggested that the limited foot traffic in Syracuse could
be a problem. Erwin, of the Rescue Mission, said that although business areas like Hanover
Square or Armory Square host a fair amount of foot traffic during lunch hours or after typical
work hours, the population as a whole in Syracuse likely is not large enough to sustain a street
paper. Taylor, of Catholic Charities, explained it this way: “Your foot traffic are the people who
work in offices downtown, and you’d see the same person a couple times a day. So you wouldn’t
be getting a new market.”
Taylor said the areas where panhandlers currently congregate have proven the most
effective for catching passers-by’s attention, so a street paper might do well in these areas as

50

well. Since he feels most people buy street papers out of charitable intent rather than a real desire
for the journalistic content, however, he said selling in these areas might not be any more
effective than simply panhandling. “I don’t know if it’d be any more effective than flying a
sign,” he said. Gilbert, of the Samaritan Center, suggested that outside a downtown coffee shop
would be the ideal place to sell a street paper. This would require significant coordination with
downtown businesses, she added, which might oppose vendors lingering near entryways.
In this sense, limited pedestrian traffic would pose a significant obstacle to a startup street
paper. I believe this would necessitate a modest vendor base — perhaps 10 vendors at most — so
not to overwhelm the market. Street papers in Toledo, Cleveland and New Orleans have
supported similarly limited vendor pools, so this could reasonably work from a business
perspective.

An Enforced Code of Conduct for Vendors
Given the negative connotations of panhandling in Syracuse, an enforced code of conduct
would be especially important in establishing a street paper as a credible institution. Gilbert, of
the Samaritan Center, suggested that a training program of some sort should vet potential
vendors. “I think you’d just need to have a strong pilot program,” she said. A training program
could weed out potentially aggressive vendors and identify particularly committed vendors, she
reasoned, which in turn could ensure a more positive perception of the startup paper. And having
a strong base of initial vendors would be especially important in establishing a startup paper in
Syracuse, she continued, when the public will not naturally distinguish a vendor from a
panhandler. While all street papers have vendor trainings of some sort, Gilbert’s suggestion of an
aggressive vetting system would be unusual. Given that Syracuse’s population and light
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pedestrian traffic could likely support only a few vendors, however, a more rigorous training and
authorization process at a Syracuse paper seems reasonable. This could simultaneously limit the
number of vendors in Syracuse and ensure that accepted vendors benefit and reflect well on the
organization.
In addition to adhering to a code of conduct, I would advise vendors at a startup paper in
Syracuse to wear some sort of identifying uniform item. Since the intention of this, too, would be
to clearly distinguish vendors from panhandlers, this identifying item should be larger and more
attention-grabbing than a simple ID badge. To keep costs modest, I would suggest a colorful hat
or a mesh vest that could be worn over clothes in a wide range of seasons. This would be worn in
addition to a personalized ID badge, which would ensure that only registered vendors sell the
papers. All identifying items should clearly advertise the name of the publication as well.
Vendors would be key in establishing a startup paper as a legitimate and credible
institution. By adhering to a code of conduct and by wearing easily identifiable gear, vendors
could cast themselves as respectable entrepreneurs and separate themselves from panhandlers.
The code of conduct and the consequences for breaking it could easily be adapted from an
existing street newspaper, as is often the practice with startup papers.

A High Quality Journalistic Publication
Quality journalism seems like a reasonable expectation in Syracuse, and one that could
help a startup street paper’s long-term chances at success. Given that customers often buy street
papers out of charitable intent — meaning that in terms of motivation there is relatively little
difference between giving money to a panhandler and giving money to a vendor — an
independently desirable product could give vendors a needed advantage. “If the paper is seen as
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charitable and educational, it could also get some legs under it because it’s informative,” said
Turk, of the YMCA. “If it gives good information, then it’ll get around.”
Recruiting trained reporters for a Syracuse paper does not seem particularly difficult,
given the presence of colleges such as Syracuse University. The S.I. Newhouse School of Public
Communications, in particular, could provide a base of interested writers and volunteers, similar
to the way that students at the University of Michigan organized as volunteers for Groundcover
News or the way that University of Wisconsin-Madison students support that city’s Street Pulse.
Certainly an editor would need to be hired to coordinate content for a startup street paper, but
finding writers to produce content does not seem problematic.
In terms of content, Turk, of the YMCA, suggested that a street paper could be especially
valuable by publishing information about resources available to the poor and homeless in
Syracuse. Often he works with residents at the YMCA who don’t know where to go when “down
on their luck,” he said, and their families and friends are often similarly ignorant. A street paper,
he said, could help to educate readers on what resources are available. I would advise an editorial
staff to incorporate this idea into journalistic articles. For example, an article detailing the long
waiting list for Section 8 housing vouchers in Syracuse would educate readers on affordable
housing, or a profile of a key figure in a social service organization would likewise educate a
reader on resources at his or her organization. While these issues are covered in local mainstream
media to some extent, a street paper could provide a unique opportunity to expand and
emphasize such coverage.
An emphasis on journalistic content should not overwhelm the importance of vendors’
voices and perspectives. I would advise editors to balance journalistic content with columns,
articles, poetry and artwork submitted by vendors, which could provide an alternative
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perspective on issues related to poverty and homelessness. “I think it would also be a really good
opportunity … to shift people’s perceptions,” said Gilbert, of the Samaritan Center. As an
example, she described a conversation at the Samaritan Center in which chatter among guests
had ranged from the recent professional football game to Islamic State terrorists attacks. She said
the Syracuse public doesn't necessarily realize that such intense and intelligent conversations can
and do happen among the poor and homeless. “A paper could be a means to bridge that gap,” she
continued.
In this sense, I believe a fairly equal balance of journalistic content and vendor-submitted
pieces would be most reasonable and effective for a startup paper in Syracuse. This content
should further be packaged in a visually appealing and well-designed newsprint format, because
this could help to attract positive attention from passers-by. In Syracuse, where vendors will
likely already be struggling to catch the attention of a limited pedestrian population, this would
be especially important.

Conclusion
A startup paper in Syracuse seems to face two major challenges beyond those that any
cash-strapped startup paper would face: an antagonistic attitude toward panhandling and limited
pedestrian traffic. Given enough time to establish itself, a street paper could reasonably address
antagonism toward panhandling through a public awareness campaign and identifying gear. The
relative lack of pedestrian traffic, in turn, stands out as the biggest issue for a startup paper in
Syracuse.
Adapting to this by limiting the number of authorized vendors is advisable under the
circumstances, but this would notably limit the scope of success for a Syracuse street paper. For
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example, the amount of work hours spent producing a paper would not lessen because only six
vendors are selling it. Similarly, a low circulation would likely mean higher printing costs per
issue — Groundcover News demonstrates that bulk printing orders are actually a greater value.
In this sense, a small-scale paper could prove effective on one level but relatively inefficient on
another.
Another consideration in a small market is the sales period. It seems that a monthly
publication schedule would be reasonable for a startup paper with a limited budget. However,
vendors would likely be making far fewer sales by the end of the month in this case, having
quickly saturated the relatively small customer market. A shorter selling period — perhaps
weekly or biweekly issues — would work better in a small market because a more frequent
product would enable vendors to cycle through the buying population more often. Biweekly
circulation is a recommendable long-term goal for a startup Syracuse street paper, but I do not
believe it would be reasonable with limited human and financial resources in the paper’s first
year or so.
Taken as a whole, this suggests that a Syracuse street paper is not inherently poised for
success. While existing papers with similarly low vendor bases and city populations demonstrate
that this obstacle is not insurmountable, it should certainly be a key consideration when planning
a startup paper’s budget and editorial schedule. Editors and organizers would have to keep this
and other challenges, such as an antagonistic attitude toward panhandling, in mind in all
decisions — and particularly so in the first months of operation when the street paper is still
developing recognition in the community. In this case, I think a street paper could eventually
thrive in Syracuse.
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Appendix A
Vendor Profiles

A supplemental income:
Rissa Haynes

When it comes to Social Security, Rissa Haynes steps onto her soapbox.
“Social Security, you know, it doesn’t really provide anything but rent,” she said. Food,
medication, toiletries — everything that the Michigan native needs on a day-to-day basis — is
left up to her.
Of course, she’s quick to point out that government dependency is not her ideal situation. She’d
much prefer to earn her own way, she said. That’s why she earned a technical management
degree from DeVry University in 2007 and is currently working on a master’s degree in
technical education and business administration. But when her studies didn’t translate into a job
— especially frustrating, she added, since she had returned to school as a non-traditional student
— her financial options became limited.
Enter Groundcover News.
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Haynes became the street paper’s eighth vendor in 2010, putting her among the original vendors
who sold the inaugural issue on Ann Arbor’s streets. She’s been a relatively constant presence
both in the organization’s office and the city’s streets ever since. For the business-oriented
Haynes, who said she’d always wanted to go into business for herself, Groundcover offers both a
supplemental income and a legitimate entrepreneurial opportunity.
When publisher Susan Beckett and her early staff first pitched the job at Ann Arbor’s Delonis
Center, the homeless shelter where Haynes was eating that afternoon, she said she jumped on the
offer to buy papers for $.25 and resell them for $1.
“I just thought, ‘You can’t beat this with a stick,’” Haynes said. “That’s a profit margin. ... I
jumped right on it.”
That profit margin was putting about $260 in her pocket each month as of May 2014, she said,
when she estimated that she was selling about 350 copies of each monthly issue. And that’s
significantly less than the 800 papers she used to sell each month in front of the People’s Food
Co-op before a health-related sabbatical, from which she was just returning in May. Those sales
numbers had put $600 in her pocket each month, even before factoring in customers who tack
additional donations onto the $1 cover price.
These high sales translated into a “corner card” before her sabbatical, which gave her priority
over any vendor who might want to sell in front of the Co-op. That in turn paved the way for
some of the repeat customers that she now counts among her friends.
“I get customers when I’m on the corner who just hug me,” she said. “We have such
philanthropic-minded residents here and I’m blown away by their generosity, their
consideration.”
For Haynes, with her business mindset, one major benefit of Groundcover is its legitimacy. Each
vendor card is stamped by the city and the state, she emphasized, differentiating vendors from
the panhandler she faced off with when she first staked a spot in front of the Co-op, for example.
“That was his territory and I really invaded his property,” she remembered. “But it wasn’t really
his property because he didn’t have a badge and I did.
“We are a legitimate business,” she said.
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A sense of community:
Peggy Donham

It sounds silly to call Groundcover News a family, admits Peggy Donham. But that’s the quality
that keeps the two-year vendor standing on Ann Arbor’s street corners between 7 and 9 a.m. each
morning.
Donham started selling Groundcover in 2012 at the suggestion of a friend who was already
working as a vendor. As the street paper’s 98th of more than 200 trained vendors, she had
distinguished herself as one of Groundcover’s most consistent vendors by May 2014. But more
importantly, she said, she had found a family both inside and outside of the social justiceoriented organization.
A self-described morning person, Donham prefers to wake up early to sell papers on the
sidewalk that her “corner card” reserves for her any time she feels like selling: in front of the
People’s Food Co-op. Her selling style is fairly passive — she’s not one to shout her sales
pitches to every passer-by — but she’s developed a community of repeat customers regardless,
she said.
The Co-op tends to attract a clientele that’s particularly supportive of the paper, she noted. And
the $1-off coupon that the Co-op has been printing in the $1 paper since its early days certainly
helps, she added. Customers who buy the paper for $1 can recoup it all when they shop.
But for Donham, who is comfortably sheltered in an affordable housing unit and financially
stable through medical retirement payments and pension, sales numbers and strategies aren’t
critically important. Her Groundcover profits are helpful for letting her relax about finances and
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pay off minor debts, she said. By selling all 800 papers that keep her corner card up-to-date in a
month, she can put a not-insignificant $600 in her pocket monthly. But the money is secondary
to the person-to-person connections she makes on the job.
“When I wake up in the morning, I look forward to that,” Donham, who was diagnosed with
depression in 1988, said of her customer interactions. “That helps me so much. That’s worth
more than anything I make in a day.”
She has friends in both the Co-op’s clientele and management, she said. And at St. Mary Student
Parish, where she’s also been selling papers for about two years, she said she similarly is
surrounded by familiar faces.
“I feel so welcomed, like I’m part of that family,” she said.
Community is what draws Donham to Groundcover as an organization as well. There, she said,
she attends organized social hours at least once a month to catch up with other vendors, many of
whom she counts among her friends. And there, she said she often heard former operations
manager Greg Hoffman asking about vendors he hasn’t seen around lately or publisher Susan
Beckett talking about visiting a vendor who had landed in jail.
“Wherever you’re at in your life, she keeps that connection,” Donham said of Beckett. “I like
that a lot.”
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A fulltime job:
Joe Woods

Joe Woods took to selling Groundcover News like a natural.
“I have a sales background,” Woods explained in between enthusiastic pitches to Main Street’s
pedestrian traffic. “I did door-to-door sales, from the age of 18 to 25.”
Where Woods sold papers on a bright May morning was just next to the corner where he first
learned about Groundcover in 2012. He had recently returned to Michigan to take care of his
mother after a car accident, he explained, and he’d been out on Main Street looking for work.
That’s when another vendor piqued his curiosity and, after a conversation, encouraged him to go
to a Groundcover orientation.
Two years later, Woods is a sales leader at Groundcover, where he’s one of just a few who rely
on Groundcover profits as a sole form of income. The organization staff touts him as a leader
among vendors, citing his regular attendance at social hours and naming him as a model for new
vendor mentorship.
But Woods laughs when you point out his leadership qualities to him.
“Me, I’m just a vendor,” he said. “If I can help somebody, I’ll help somebody. But I just consider
myself a vendor.”
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With Groundcover as his full-time employment, Woods said he’s usually out and about during
the week between about 11 a.m. and 4 p.m. He likes selling at the intersection of Liberty and
Main streets as well as at the Michigan Theater, he said. But he finds walking around the most
effective — he prefers the “element of surprise,” he said.
This works particularly well for Woods given his decision to focus on “special issue” papers
rather than the monthly issues that most Groundcover vendors sell. These papers, published
every sixth month and featuring content from street papers across the U.S., are sold for $10
rather than $1. For Woods, that means a greater profit for each sale.
And once customers get over the initial shock of doling out $10 for a newspaper, he said, his
sales are pretty good. He almost sold 100 papers in each of the last few months, he said, putting
his monthly profits at close to $1,000.
Some of this profit is earmarked for an apartment of his own, said Woods, who currently saves
himself monthly rent payments by staying with a cousin. He’s slowly saving for an apartment
that he can afford — and that he likes, he emphasized, naming one of Ann Arbor’s less desirable
suburbs with a laugh.
“I don’t want to live in Ypsi,” he said.
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A creative outlet:
Sasha Williams
Williams, who sells for Washington, D.C.’s Street Sense, was not interviewed as part of the
Groundcover News case study.
Almost as soon as Sasha Williams finished her vendor
orientation at Washington, D.C.’s Street Sense, she was
back in the office for a writing workshop. And she was
excited, she said — she hadn’t had any real opportunity
to express herself since she quit publishing poems
online around 2004.
“Ten years later, I’m getting back to what I should have
been doing,” said Williams, still a relatively new vendor
in July 2014. “I’m excited for that opportunity.”
Williams, a working mother of an 8-year-old daughter, said she had actually been looking for a
writing workshop when she ran into a Street Sense vendor and started chatting. Although
Williams had known about the paper since 2012, this conversation ultimately convinced her to
sit for an orientation. It’s a move she credited with bringing both a supplementary income and a
writing outlet into her life.
Weeks after her initial orientation, Williams had introduced Street Sense into her already packed
daily routine. She usually sells papers for an hour or so in the morning four days of the week, she
explained, before hopping on the metro to drop her daughter with an aunt. Then Williams heads
to her primary job in direct sales. Her schedule, which she checks every morning, is conveniently
flexible — so long as she visits all the businesses she’s assigned, she can make her sales at her
own time. When she wraps this up, she returns to pick up her daughter in the evening again.
Selling each paper at a $1.50 profit margin — buying for $.50 and reselling for $2 — she
estimated that she can make between $60 and $65 in a morning through Street Sense.
And while extra income certainly helps the young mother, what really excites her about Street
Sense is the opportunity for creative expression. Taking a break from the poem she was working
on at an afternoon writing workshop at the Street Sense office, she said she was excited to see
her work published in an upcoming edition. And she likes getting feedback on her poems during
the loosely organized workshops, she added.
“I want to keep voicing everything that’s on my mind,” Williams said.
“Sometimes you just are meant to be a certain place at a certain time,” she continued. “I’m in the
right place at the right time.”
Photo courtesy of streetsense.org.

66

Appendix B
Groundcover News video

Link: https://youtu.be/iN9UXu39Ceo
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Appendix C
Street paper comparison chart
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Appendix D
Sample code of conduct

Source: Harris, Timothy and Layla Mewburn. “Street papers: a guide to getting started.” International Network of
Street Newspapers and the North American Street Newspaper Association.PDF file.
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Appendix E
Groundcover News code of conduct
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Appendix F
Groundcover News budget infographic

Link: https://infogr.am/budget_breakdown
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Appendix G
Poverty in Syracuse infographic

Link: https://infogr.am/poverty-in-syracuse
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Appendix H
May 2014 issue of Groundcover News
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